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ABSTRACT

The new realism in literature, revealing virtual
extinction of literary taboos, is probably a positive development in
offering to middle and high school students some topics and attitudes
vhich more accurately reflect the realities they face. However, the
younger reader should be protected more, especially from the violence
illustrated in some contemporary picture books. Although texts in
these books are often simple and mildly amusing, the drawings too
frequently portray the real world out of control--a situation
especially threatening to the young child. Since a child is born with
potential both for aggression and cruelty and for showing gentleness
and compassion, his earliest literary experiences should counter
popular glorification of violence with a balancing, humanizing
effect. (JM)




US OEPARTMENT OF HEALTH,
EOUCATION A WELFARE
NATIONAL INSTITUYE OF
EOUCATION

THIS DOCUMENT HA! BEEN REPRD .
DUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM
THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN
ATING IT. POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS
STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE .
SENTOFFICIAL NATIONAL NSTITUTE OF
EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY

ED 090584

4

THEMES OF VIOLENCE IN PICLURE BOOKS

Karen Hariis »
Associate Professor of
Library Sclence

PEAMISSION  TO  REPRGDUCE . THIS - COPY-
RGHTED WATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

Karen Harris

10 €RIC AND ORGANZATIONS GPERATING
" UNDER AGREEMENTS VATH THE NATIONALIN:
CSHTUTE OF “EDUCATIGN * FURTHER REpRO.

TOUCTON. OUTSIDE THE ERIC  SYSTEW RE: - 10 | [
QUIRES " PERVISSION  OF - THE" COPYRIGRT. w70/ i ERICRY ‘ i

LoANERT

o os 275




3

The literavy taboo is practically extinct. It is quickly followlng the
dodo and the whooplng crane into cternal oblivion, If you don't believe me,
check tonight's amusement pages, What was formerly available only in rather
grainy 8mm film shown at private parties, is now available on wide screen;
in glorious color and accessible to anyone who can do a passing fair imitation
of a scveﬁtcen year old,

Virtually anything can be set in type nowadays -- and is. You can find
it prominently displayed at your local newstand. ‘The traditional 1iberal.
argunent against censorship maintains that an adult should be able to read
anything and that his reading matter should not be determined by what is suit-
able fare for a thirteen year old, Such a position is unassailable although
{ts converse might well be challenged: should what is suitable, or at least
desired by an adult, be found tnlthé literature of thirteen yecar olds?

It {s possible that we have gone from a ludicrous overprotection of all
of scuiety to providing no pxotection at all, The content of junior fiction
has altered drastically in t::\ggst few years., Not too long ago fiction for
young people rarvely ever produced a character who was sufficiently provoked ;
to utter the word "damn". Rarely did anyone cver smoke or drink or swear ox
speak with gfammu;ical carclessness, Characters conducted their lives well
within the professed value system of small-town, middle-class Amcrica.. Family
. wembers provided cach other with strong emotional support, people were clearly
1dentif1able as "good“ or ”bad", soclally created problems were casily solved
when the "good" perSOn was 1ocated who could put things xtght fSerLous,con-
"flicrs, when Lhey appeared were amenable Lo aimpltstic soluttons. 'The fe51 

gcrisls in Lhe 1tfe o[ a migrant worker's child 1s passed when his family ls

el N
‘fy“”gtven permtssion to take up residence 1n an abandoned bus.1~ Racial
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discrimination disolves when "good" people get to work on the problem The
unwed mother, though more to be pltied than censured, paid a terrlblé price
for her one uistake (usually made under the unaccustomed influence of liquor),
fler tragic tale served as a warning for any teapted young glrl, though society
was condemned for {té callous attitude toward the innocent child,

Well, times have chnngod. Stories about pre-marital sex abound., Although
most are frankly condemnatory, and one nggig%gg,mgg_uggg? grotesquely chron-
fcles the jucredible horvors a young glrl endures as she secks an abortion, one

at lcast, Mom, the Wolf Man aqgﬂﬂg3 seems to think pre-marital sex rather a

good llea. .IJ_LL.QQt_-’l‘.hf,r_%._l.t__l%_cg_t,e._r._E@Ji@.l:.@\__tl}g,;l‘}:_ig" relates a brief homo-
sexual incident between two young boys. jlgijzitsidqggs concerns gang violence,

_ngp_DeaQG and The Planet of Juq}gg_pgggg7 have charactexrs who are clearly

severly emotionally disturbed, in the former case frankly sadistic, Stories of
alienation and rejection are too mmmerous to list, ‘The world of drugs has
emerged as a major theme during the past five years., Thus toplecs and attitudes
once taboo are now standard fare. On balance, and despite some really tervible
books in the field, the new openness ls probably a positive development, Too
many of our children must cope with a world which is more trammatizing than
anything available in their litevature, Stories of more innocent times and .iore
gentle folk don't reflect thelr world and offer few insights and scarce relief,
while the new realism offers much to the middle and high school student it
‘is probable that we should be more protective of the young child, Admittcdly
1ife is carnest and li{c 1s 1ca1 but could uot somé of the carnestness and the

'moxb thleatcniug aspccts of reality be dnfclxed f01 a whtle at least?, Recently -

i several pictU1e books have appeaxcd which have abts of violence as a ccntral

*atheme.~ It can be clatmcd that violcnce cxists ln Lhe bebt of chtldxen s stories.;,!fa
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After all, the wicked witch In Hansel and Gretel {s shoved into the oven and
presumably cooked to a clnder. The wolf who pursued the three little pigs drops
through the chimney and into a cauldron of boiling water. The glant chases Jack
down the heanstalk, falls and is killed. All violeut ends, but in most vérsions
dealt with in one scnteucé. Violence is neitﬂcr the focus nor a major theme of
the story; Lt is rather the evidence of a rather crude justice and a neat way
of tying up.loose ends,

The incidence of violence in some contemporary picture books for young

children is startlingly different., The quantity, the treatment, and the importance

i it has suggests such books might be subjected to further evaluation,

Bang, Bdng You're Dqgggis a story of a group of children playing war, They

meet regularly at a hill and pretend to shoot and be shot., After play, they

teave together, friends as béfore.. After all, it is just a game. One day a new
group of kids show up, ihey claim the hill for their own and the two factions
deéide to meet the next day and fight it cut, They meet, armed with sticks and
stones, prepared for battle,
"fhec¢e were screams, yells, blood and pain, It was awful, There was a terrible
woaning and groaning, James looked around. ‘No one was fighting, They all laf
i hurt{ng:"
"fhis fsn't any fun,'" observes onec of the more astute chavacters, All agree.
i Apparently such behavior is not the most judicious way to scettle their differeﬁces.
All decide, rather pilously, not to fight, but to share the hill when they play war, .
""Real war?'" asks one character,’ ""No, you know,' said James. '"Bang, Bang, You're
De“d‘"fi | : , ,
: ' Th§,ﬁcra1 1s;c1cér= don't fight, ‘Sctﬁié y0ur'difqu0nC§s'peaCqully;*

The Jacket blub clains that:che book "simply and effcctively presents a child's
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first discovery of the reali£§ of war," The publisher, representative of a
proéession never known for modesty, is making rather too strong a case. e
mey.confuse the various versions of cops and robbers with real wer, but few
children do. The book-does purport to be a\plea for peace on the neighborhood,
{f uot the global level. What then can be objectionable? 1In a twenty-nine
page book there are nine pages and over thirty individual sketches of fighting
or bruised and bleeding children. For a bc@k which promotes peace, there

does scem to be an excessive dwelling upon and depiction of pain and violence,

The appearance of violence fn The Beast of Monsicur Rggigg? is haundled very

differently, The story is of a retired tax collector who finds pears are stolen
from his tree. 1lle determines to catch the culprit who turns out to be a straunge
beast, The two become friends. M.Racine studies the beast, a creature previously
unknown to scieunce whose discovery'generates great excitement, M, Racine is in-
vited to address the academy of scientists, During his speech the beast.begtns
to gtggie uncontrollably, ghrows off tts outer skin aad revecals itself as two
small children who have hidden in this costume as a joke. Thelr jest creates a
riot in the gallery and amgng the crowds waitieg outside, M. Raciune, however,;
finds their prank very amusing and he und.the children remain friends,
The text is simple and mildly amusing, The author pokes fun at the
solemnity and pompoesness of learned socisties and celebrates the friendship
his hero has exchanged for his former soliitude. But the illustrations tell.a
very different story. When M. Racine first encounters the beast and again when
erhe two are picnicing, a bloody'axe appears stuck in a tree sLump.k A fox runs
"e by with a live Labbit in hts mouth. In olher picLures a hobo enters the seeee,with
4‘a sevexcd foot in a sack, {‘cage falts,apparently soon to cxush Lo men'eaee;e' .

e

 efPorter walks thlough a train atation calrying a ltunk, dlipping b100d, a skull
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man valses his white cane in rage; outside a man breaks a chair over a woman's
ﬁead; a woman jabs her artificial arm into a manfs mouth, a man polnts to an
ambrella jammed into his head; A policeman points to his ecmpty coat sleeve =
his hand is missing; a crowd deliberately overturns a bus,

The pictures as well as the narration are Lighthearted and frivolous,
although the tone of the book is humorous, the fllustratfons portray the real
world out of control, a situatfon especially threatening to the young child:
This is not the world of fautasy; there are no witches, ogres, or glants, These
are luwman beings behaving in aggressive, hostile, and murderous ways - and the
young reader is invited to share in the fun,

10

In Throughk the Window ~ there is only ome incident of violence, but one is

quite cnough. what is significant in this book is not so much the violence, but
the main character's response to it. Joseph watches events on the strcet from
fits front window. An old woman lives down the street with her dog. One day the
horses from a nearby brewery get loose and cowe palloping dewn the street., After
they pass the old woﬁan picks up her dog who lies 1limp in her amms, ‘The old
woman 1is beﬁt over, apparently in sorrow, Pcople on the strcet gesture towaid
her helpléssly, Joseph observes all this. He breathes on the window and in
the mist his breath crcates he draws a stick figure of a woman carrying a dog in
her amms ~* and théy arce both griming from car to car.

It should e noted that this is a picture book for the very young child,
It is listed in standard refercnce tools as suited to a child from kindergarvten
to third grade, llow can such a young child possibly intclplct this kind of

‘bifarxc rcsponsc? Is Joscph dcnying the dcaLh of Lhc dog? {s he 1ndicating

L 'happlncss 1n spite of or possibly bccausc of rhe dog s dc1th? Nhat valuc is

thcxe 1n such a book?
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The Uunter, Iﬂgwijgkwggghghg_ggméggggllrelates the tale of a humter who .
tracks the guberoo, a fierce and feroclous anfmal, ‘During his search he sces
a rabbit and a quail, both of which he shoots, Soon he feels an itch on the
éide of his face, A leathery lump begins Lo grow there., The lump cncompasses
the tick which 1ncrca§es ¢ tormously in size, devours the hunters game and
demand more. ‘The hunter becomes desperate and detewmines to destroy this
monstrous thing,

The hunter had wo way of knowing where to aim for now the tick
scemed larger than a bear, with a thick round leathery body that

mushroomed like a dark cloud over him,

Trembling, he raised his rifle and tried with all his skill to
take careful aim and fire,

Sore time later, two hunters happened to cross the ground where
the body of a man lay, clutching a rifle in his hand, He had two
rabbits and a quail tied to his belt, a bullet hole through the center
of his head, and on the side of his face was a speckrlike, brown wood
tick, :

That man destroys his own life fn the relentless destruction of wild-
life is a tenable position and a theme suitable for a child's book., Whether
it should be p.cesented to the young reader through the vivid imagery of a
particularly horrible suicide {s certainly questionable.

The human child is born with the potential for agression, cruelty and
violence; he is also born with the capacity for kindness, gentleacss, and com-
passionjwhich characteristics will develop and predominate depend on the
totality of his experiences. The direct, personal experiences are certainly

the most Eormative, but the indlirect, vicalious experiences also shape and

mold his value system and behavioxal paLLerns. The popular culture 1s 1eplete

: with instances of Lhe gloxificaLion of violeuce' it is hoped Lhat Lhe child'
e axliest literaxy experiences mtght contlibute to a countelbalanciug, hum1nizing ‘ ff‘;j
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